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Abstract
How Receiving and Providing Relational Compensators
and Religious Expectations Influence
Religious Experiences
Elisabeth R. Kimball
School of Family Life, Brigham Young University
Master of Science
Much research has been done on the concept of why people remain religious, formulating
Rational Choice Theory. This involves the idea of compensators and religious expectations. In
addition, other research and subsequent theories go into the duality of religious expectations and
relational compensators—these relational compensators include love, support, forgiveness, and
kindness from others. However, research has rarely explicitly explored what reportedly
encourages individuals to stay in religious institutions despite religious demands. Through
qualitative interviews with 198 highly religious families, this study analyzed the various
expectations and demands individuals and families encounter, as well as the relational blessings
they report receiving as a result of their religiosity. Findings indicate a complex connection
between religious expectations and relational compensators, where some expectations are
relational and may provide blessings for individuals who follow them. These findings indicate
that some highly religious individuals do not view fulfilling certain religious expectations as a
sacrifice. More research should be done to better understand why religious individuals of varying
levels of religiosity remain religious as well.
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How Receiving and Providing Relational Compensators and Religious Expectations
Influence Religious Experiences
According to two leading scholars of religion, “When religious people give time and
money, they must be fully aware of the costs, because they value these things as much or more
than anyone else. Why then do they do it?” (Stark & Finke, 2000). This is perhaps one of the
most important questions to ask when studying religiosity. According to the Pew Research
Center (Pew, 2014), 36% of Americans reported that they attended church at least once a week.
Further, about 53% of Americans felt that religion was important in their lives (Pew, 2014).
Some argue that religion is a dying institution, where the world is becoming less religious
and progressively more secular, (Zuckerman, 2012). Stark (2015), however, claims the
opposite—the world is more religious than ever. Interestingly enough, both scholars use similar
statistics from the same sources to provide reasons for their own points. Zuckerman (2012) uses
the statistics of belief in paranormal and supernatural (such as ghosts) as signs of being
nonreligious. Meanwhile, Stark (2015) uses these same statistics to argue for increased
religiosity, as people believe in things outside of the realm of “secular” or rational. In his book
titled Seculosity, Zahl (2019) further argues that the world is not becoming less religious, but
giving religious devotion to secular activities.
Stark’s (2015) definitions of religion are very broad—too broad for the purposes of this
study. Definitions for religion vary from simply being a social institution (Durkheim, 1994) to
consisting of belief or action (Roberts, 1984). For the purposes of this study, I define religion as
including religious beliefs, religious practices, and faith community (Marks & Dollahite, 2017).
Religious practice and religious action will be the primary foci of this study.
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Many, if not all, religions have expectations or demands in order to be numbered among
their faith community. However, religions and religious attendance have also had associations
with building and strengthening relationships (Ellison & George, 1994; Kaiser, 2015; Krause et
al., 2001), despite challenges that may accompany following commandments or expectations of
the faith. The benefits gained from participating in a faith community—especially when gained
after fulfilling demands or upholding expectations—could be a salient reason why people stay in
religions where these expectations are high or many. According to Generative Devotion Theory
(Dollahite et al., 2019a), religion may provide help but may also harm individuals and families,
depending on how religion is used. If religion provides more benefits for these individuals based
on how religion is used, that may help answer what aspects of religion prompts individuals to
remain in religion. The purpose of this study is to analyze the relationship between religious
expectations and relational compensators and how both may contribute to people’s decision stay
in religion, being guided by the ideas found in Rational Choice Theory (Stark & Finke, 2000)
and the model on religious dualities (Dollahite et al., 2018).
Literature Review
A comprehensive literature review has been conducted to first present the main ideas of
the study. Theoretical foundations of this study are presented first. Following the review on
theory, literature referencing relational compensators, expectations, and how relational
compensators and expectations interact will be reviewed.
Rational Choice Theory
Rational Choice Theory (RCT) has roots in economic theory (Iannaccone, 1997). Its
application to religion has been expounded upon by many who study the sociology of religion
(Bruce, 1999; Pickard, 2005; Stark, 1999). In essence, RCT, when applied to religion, focuses on
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the costs and benefits of being a member of an organization, a denomination, or a congregation.
Stark and Finke (2000) discuss and argue the concept of cost/benefit ratios, where people only
accept the high costs in religion if the benefits are also high, leading to an ideal exchange ratio.
This proposition has found support in empirical work (Smith & Hamon, 2012)
One main idea rational choice theorists consider in regards to religion is why many
individuals choose to participate in strict religious organizations (Young, 1997). RCT posits that
people participate in these high-demand religions because they believe that the benefits outweigh
the costs of being a member of a particular denomination or a congregation. The question of
what benefits are universally “worth it” is a question impossible to answer, however, because the
value of religious commodities is not easily assessable by those not part of the group (Sherkat,
1997). Some may continue to sacrifice in order to gain rewards others may deem as not worth the
sacrifice or effort, but for the individual sacrificing, their perception of what they do receive
and/or will receive in return is worth the sacrifice. However, not all compensators are certain.
According to Iannaccone (1997), many religious products produce some risk as they promise
benefits that are not necessarily a guarantee. RCT does not assume that God exists or does not
exist, rather, within RCT what a believer strives for must indeed be real and powerful to them
(Pickard, 2005).
In religion, adherents often choose to devote their time, money, and energy towards their
faith in order to maximize their gain (Iannaccone, 1997). Many, however, try to maximize
benefits while minimizing costs. One expression of this tendency is known as the free-rider
phenomenon in religion, where individuals attempt to reap the benefits of religion while avoiding
many sacrifices often made within religion (Coleman & Fararo, 1992; Iannaccone, 1997). An
inherent difficulty, however, is that so-called “low tension” faiths with lesser demands tend to
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find it more difficult to produce quality goods (or compensators) (Finke, 1997). Conversely,
faiths with high demands tend to provide, or at least promise, greater compensators (Stark &
Finke, 2000). Although it would seem as though people would want to avoid high costs, greater
compensators (or promised compensators) are enough to motivate some to meet the required
costs. Stark (2015) argues that it is the high-tension religions—those with greater demands set
upon their adherents—who are recently finding increases in membership. He further suggests
that it may be the lofty compensators that help make this costly journey worth it. We now
examine compensators more closely.
Relational Compensators
According to Stark (1997) and RCT, compensators are different from immediate, fixed
rewards. Stark argues that compensators merely explain how a desired reward can be gained, but
do not offer a simple solution for attaining said reward. In essence, this means that compensators
are rewards that one must work intensely and/or wait for in order to receive them. In this study, I
narrow compensators down into relational compensators, or compensators that deal with
relationships. While RCT deals primarily with compensators in general, relational compensators
is a more novel idea (Dollahite et al., 2018).
These are the ideas of rational choice theorists and what is stated in RCT regarding
religion (Stark & Finke, 2000). Despite this, the way I define relational compensators is not
limited to what may happen. Many relational compensators are current and real, existing in the
lives of individuals and families. Because of this, my definition of a relational compensator is
any perceived benefit to relationships, whether they are past, present, or future benefits. This
continues to remain a part of cost/benefit analyses as these relational compensators are still real
benefits to these individuals but in a different focus.

RELATIONAL COMPENSATORS AND RELIGIOUS EXPECTATIONS
Relational compensators include family harmony, forgiveness, and other relational
benefits that result from different aspects of their religious beliefs, practices, and identity
(Dollahite et al., 2018). Relational compensators are built upon relationships with others,
whether they are with spouses, children, other family members, community, or God. According
to this conception, relational compensators essentially deal with how being part of an organized
religion helps to form and strengthen relationships and gain benefits from these relationships,
such as comfort or support. In addition to this, Sherkat (1997) stated that religious markets are
rooted in social relationships, so in accordance with RCT, religions require social relationships
and networks in order to maintain themselves.
With respect to marital relationships, shared religion appears to lower the chances of
divorce (Brown et al., 2008), helps unite couples within marriage (Kelley et al., 2019), and can
improve overall marital quality (Ellison et al., 2011). Further, religion may help adherents have
strong, unified, and happy marriages, particularly in shared-faith marriages (Marks & Dollahite,
2017). However, these benefits are not a guarantee; religion can also be a source of harm
(Dollahite et al., 2018). In some cases, religion may be used as a tool of abuse (Simonič et al.,
2013), including physical, emotional, and spiritual abuse (Arterburn & Felton, 2001). Indeed,
religion can be a strong contributor to negative as well as positive outcomes in marriage.
Religion is often associated with building relationships through congregational social
support (Ellison & George, 1994; Ferraro & Koch, 1994; Hayward & Krause, 2013; SisselmanBorgia et al., 2018). The religious congregation is a place where many have turned in times of
hardship and has been a useful resource as adherents have coped with their trials (Marks &
Dollahite, 2017; Pargament, 1997). Religious community can also facilitate the building and
strengthening of social relationships for believers. The types of relationships strengthened vary
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greatly, but the building of these relationships may help adherents feel support and may offer
them resources they otherwise would not possess (Chaney et al., 2008). However, sometimes
members of religious congregations do not believe they can depend on their congregations for
assistance when needed. According to Wuthnow (1991), 36% of religious people do not feel they
can depend on members of their congregations for assistance. Communities often have many
mores, stigmas, and other standards, so when one does not fit the ideal, one may be stigmatized
or rejected (Dollahite et al., 2004). One example of this is divorced women reporting less social
support from their congregations (Jenkins, 2010). In this case, religion may cause strain in social
relationships rather than compensating adherents with stronger relationships among their
religious communities.
In addition to community and family, religion may also facilitate a relationship with the
Divine. Though not physically present, having a relationship with a divine entity has been
correlated with higher levels of overall well-being (Pollner, 1989) and less internalizing
problems (Goeke-Morey et al., 2014). Having a more personal relationship with a divine being
has been reported to help lift those affected by trauma (Tausch et al., 2011). In addition to this,
having a sense of relationship or connection with God may help resolve religious-spiritual
struggles as well as other difficulties individuals may have in their lives (Wilt et al., 2018).
Dalton and colleagues (2018) noted at least two forms of experiencing God—one where God is a
close confidant and one where God served as an authority figure. Both views of God reportedly
contributed to benefits for the adherents. Belief in God as a close confidant helped build a
stronger relationship between believer and the divine, while God as an authority figure more
indirectly assisted in encouraging strong relationships between family members through
providing an ultimate source to whom all were answerable and accountable (Dalton et al., 2018).
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All of these community-based relational compensators and potential supports do not
come free, however. These compensators often come at the cost of fulfilling certain rules,
demands, or expectations articulated by a religious body.
Religious Expectations
According to Iannaccone (1997), costs and prices imply sacrifice, regardless of type and
form. Expectations, similar demands or costs, are found in both low- and high-tension religions
(Ammerman, 1997)—they are not exclusive to the high tension or high demand religions. Lower
tension religions are often not as demanding as their higher tension counterparts, but that does
not mean they do not have their own set of expectations for full acceptance by the faith
community (Ammerman, 1997; Dollahite & Marks, 2020).
Hechter (1997) states that commitments that come from religion, when compared with
more secular commitments, are often more intense and significant in individuals’ lives. The
things religious individuals commit to—and what they are willing to sacrifice—are duly
influential. These commitments and sacrifices come in many forms, and yet many persons
continue to adhere to religious law even at high financial and/or social cost. In addition to this,
religion can provide moral codes and standards that provide adherents boundaries and guidance
(Burris et al., 2011). Religion can also provide a framework for how people live their lives,
including how to enact gender roles in the home, especially those around caring for the family
and supporting the family (Ammons & Edgell, 2007). For some, such guidance and framework is
considered a benefit or blessing. For others, it is considered unwelcome or unpleasant—
underscoring the subjective nature of religious expectations (Barrow et al., 2020).
Most religions involve expectations to be prosocial; that is, to willingly volunteer to help
others (Bekkers & Schuyt, 2008; Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008). Studies show that those who
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attend church more frequently are more likely to volunteer than those who do not (Petrovic et al.,
2018; Ruiter & De Graaf, 2006). Bekkers and Schuyt (2008) attempted to explain this
phenomenon using the parable of the Good Samaritan that demonstrates prosociality and serves
as an example for how Christians are supposed to act. Similar calls to help others are also found
in other major sacred texts, such as the Torah and the Qur’an (Marks & Dollahite, 2017). Some
expectations are unique to specific religions, such as the expectation for women to wear the hijab
(head covering) in Islam (Alghafli et al., 2017).
Though there are potential benefits to these religious expectations, studies have shown
the potential harms of religious expectations as well (Arterburn & Felton, 2001; Dollahite et al.,
2019b). For some, there may be the pressure to behave in ways that may lead to feelings of
anxiety, distress, and depression, especially when they fall short of these expectations (Dollahite
et al., 2019b; Mannheimer & Hill, 2015). Those who find themselves in natural opposition to
religious demands often have troubles associated with adhering to religious expectations. A
notable example of these troubles occurs when sexual minorities within religion may feel as
though they are violating religious doctrines by being a sexual minority (Craig et al., 2017).
Other struggles include risk of stigmatization from those outside of the religious community
(Ghumman & Jackson, 2010; Marks et al., 2019), following demanding norms that come with
religious participation (Sternthal et al., 2010), and the pressure to be an example within the faith
community, and not being fully embraced by the faith community if these expectations are not
met (Dollahite et al., 2019b; Marks et al., 2019). In short, religious expectations can reportedly
take their toll on religious participants and may present many struggles, but many persons and
families continue to go through these struggles perhaps, in part, for the compensators they
believe may attend fulfilling religious expectations.
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Both Expectations and Compensators
The relationship between expectations and compensators is complex (Ammerman, 1997).
Religion contains both pleasure and pain (Exline, 2002), where there may be strenuous demands
in addition to relational services or future rewards. Other times, following through with
expectations may lead to desirable outcomes, such as lower levels of drug use and increases in
prosocial behaviors influenced by religion (Koenig, 2001), or a deepened sense of belonging
(Bailey & Timoti, 2015).
Many times, fulfilling a religious expectation leads to benefits. Dein and Loewenthal
(2013) found that Jewish observance of Shabbat (Sabbath) involved performing several required
rituals. Following these rules can deepen relationships, particularly with family members (Kelley
et al., 2018; Marks et al., 2018). Others—for example, some Christians—also affirm that
Sabbath keeping is a high-cost sacrifice that is buffered by the social support that comes with
being part of a religious community (Bailey & Timoti, 2015). Other expectations—often viewed
as sacrifices—involve parenting to raise children to be morally good (Dollahite, 1998; Hardy et
al., 2019), to be more charitable (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011), and to serve the faith community
(Marks, 2005). Sometimes these sacrifices hinder outside social relationships and lead to
declining activities that would otherwise promote the strengthening of these outside
relationships. Other times, the act of becoming more religious may lead to weakening or even
cutting ties with former friends (Hunsberger & Altemeyer, 1997). However, several studies
report that many adherents view these sacrifices as “worth it”—or they do not even view
themselves as sacrificing, but rather as making an investment or giving up one thing for
something better (Crosby et al., 2018; Dollahite et al., 2009; Marks et al., 2009; Marks, et al.,
2010).
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Religious communities are formed, at least in part, around religious expectations, so
negative outcomes may occur when an individual who considers herself or himself a part of a
religious community breaks commandments or does not follow through with religious demands
(Sternthal et al., 2010). Within the religious community, there may be social responsibilities that
are expected to be fulfilled (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011). If they are, a gain in social support is
often a result. If they are not followed, relational struggles within the community may occur.
According to Pargament (2002), religion has both costs and benefits for people and the
religion’s value varies based on several factors, such as the individual, the social context, what
defines value, etc. The reality is, however, that many people continue to be part of both low- and
high-tension and/or high demand faiths. Faith involvement continues to be an important part of
many individuals’ lives and reportedly continues to provide them with strengthened relationships
and sufficiently satisfactory compensators, despite the costs and sacrifices they make.
Current Study
The current study focuses on religious expectations and relational rewards among highly
religious families. Specifically, the primary focus lies not only on beliefs, but on why people
continue to stay in an organized faith community, with its attendant expectations. The aim is to
better understand what contributes to highly religious families staying actively involved in their
religion, despite the expectations and challenges. Data from qualitative interviews are utilized to
focus on the hows (processes) and the whys (meanings) reportedly at work in these decisions.
Methods
Sample
The sample for the present study is drawn from the American Families of Faith project
(Dollahite & Marks, 2020; Marks & Dollahite, 2017). This sample contains transcribed, in-depth
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interviews from 198 families (N = 476), where all families consist of long-term (M = 20 years),
heterosexual marriages or remarriages where each couple interviewed had at least one child,
ranging between 1 and 11 children (M = 3). The ages of respondents ranged from early 30s to
late 70s (Mmothers = 44 years; Mfathers = 46 years). All couples were reportedly moderately to
highly religious in their faiths, which included more than 20 denominations of the three
Abrahamic faiths of Christianity (15 different denominations), Islam (including Sunni and Shia
branches), and Judaism (including Reform, Conservative, Orthodox branches). Participants were
recruited through clergy, who recommended these families due to their strong marriages and
religious involvement. Other recruitment methods included participant referrals (snowball
sampling technique), which was more effective among faiths that were more difficult to access
(e.g., Orthodox Judaism, Islam). Participants were from all eight major regions of the United
States (Silk & Walsh, 2011), including New England (Massachusetts, Connecticut), the
Northwest (Oregon, Washington), the Pacific (California), the Mountain West (Idaho, Utah), the
Mid-Atlantic (Delaware, Maryland, Pennsylvania), the Midwest (Ohio, Wisconsin), the Southern
Crossroads (Kansas, Oklahoma), and the South (Florida, Georgia, Louisiana). In addition to
geographic diversity, the majority of the American Families of Faith sample (51%) are ethnic
and/or racial minorities while the rest of the sample (49%) are reported as Caucasian. These
minorities include Black, Latino, Asian, Native American, Middle Eastern, Pacific Islander, and
other racially and ethnically diverse families. The overrepresentation of minorities was
intentional due to previous research on religious families often being racially homogenous
(Mahoney, 2013). The American Families of Faith project received approval from the university
Institutional Review Board (IRB) and family members gave informed consent before interviews.
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Procedures
For this study, in addition to being guided by Rational Choice Theory in approach, some
elements of grounded theory (see Marks, 2015) were adapted and implemented in the coding
procedures. Primary coding was the first step and all interviews were coded for expectations and
comforts (at the time, comforts was the word used instead of relational compensators). Relational
compensators replaced comforts—after primary coding had been completed. For this stage of
coding, students working on the project performed conceptual analyses using NVivo qualitative
software (Versions 10 and 11; QSR International, 2014 & 2015). Specifically, coders went
through the transcribed interviews and looked for instances of expectations and comforts.
Following the primary coding, a second phase of coding (axial coding) was conducted.
This phase of coding was used to find common themes associated with compensators and
expectations. First, all of the excerpts for both expectations and comforts/relational compensators
were reviewed. The data consisted of several hundred pages of interview quotes. While going
through each quote labeled as a) an expectation, or b) a compensator, main ideas were recorded
from each quote, eventually leading to the creation of common or core themes within the data.
For the current paper, we limited our analysis to compensators that were relational in nature. In
particular, because the original codes included the broad term of comforts, once axial coding had
been completed and Cohen’s Kappa calculated, the author went through all of the comforts codes
and identified which ones were relational in nature. This includes interactions between
individuals, relationship building between individuals or an individual and a relational unit (e.g.
congregation), or relational practices such as forgiveness. For receiving compensators, about
32% of the original codes were relational in nature. About 45% of the providing compensators
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node were relational in nature and 47% of both providing and receiving compensators were
relational.
For religious expectations, many themes emerged due to the significant variety of
expectations participants reported. Many of the themes revolve around role expectations.
Examples of these role expectations included parent, spouse, expectations as a couple, and
expectations as a member of a congregation. Other recurring themes related to expectations
found in the interviews included teaching children and being an example for others.
Axial coding was performed for both relational compensators and expectations to
organize the data into these themes. Graduate and undergraduate students coded the interviews
using two files for both expectations and compensators. There were two coders per each
“relational compensators” file. Once all of the coding was completed, a new file was created,
consisting of the merged coding from both files. Separate files were kept for “expectations” and
“relational compensators.” Analyses were run using NVivo (Version 12; QSR International,
2018) to identify recurring and important subthemes and exemplar quotes within each of the
themes for expectations and compensators. In addition, I also examined how expectations and
relational compensators interacted with one another. This concept emerged after coding had
already begun, so traditional coding processes were not employed. Coders, particularly those
analyzing expectations, began marking instances where individuals discussed both expectations
and relational compensators. Findings for this combination code will be discussed later.
Because of the multiple coders in one file for “relational compensators,” I conducted two
analyses to calculate Cohen’s kappa, or the test of reliability. This test measures the reliability of
coders as well as reliability of the codebook. To calculate the kappa, I merged the NVivo files
made for relational compensators and for expectations. I then used each merged file and
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compared coders’ coding with each other one at a time to measure the kappa using Microsoft
Excel. For relational compensators, the kappas ranged from .57 to .69 (note that this is different
from an interrater reliability coefficient, where .57 would have been considered poor and where a
typical coefficient is closer to .90), with a weighted average of about .573. 1 This range is
considered “acceptable to substantial agreement” (Landis & Coch, 1977). For the expectations
codes, the kappa between the two coders’ coding was .67. This figure indicates “substantial
agreement” according to Landis and Coch (1977). The kappas indicate that overall, reliability
was acceptable or better for the codes across the board.
Findings
Findings regarding relational compensators and religious expectations are presented
below. Figure 1 illustrates a conceptual model based on the findings regarding how relational
compensators and expectations interact with one another and Table 1 provides a numeric content
analyses for the themes reported (see Appendix for Table 1 and Figure 1).
Expectations
Within the data, there were a variety of expectations identified and coded. Various types
of expectations occurred 1622 times in approximately 95% of the interviews. These expectations
(including responsibilities and demands) were organized into three categories of expectations:
marital, parent/child, and individual.
Marital
Many of the couples talked about the different responsibilities and expectations that are
in place for their families and for their marriages. Marital expectations, on their own, were

1

The average was weighted based on the number of interviews a pair of coders completed.
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mentioned in a little over half (54%) of the interviews with 430 references (see Table 1). One
husband, Brent 2–a Caucasian Jehovah’s Witness–talked about his responsibilities as a husband:
And how I treat my wife, to some extent, or my children is, the way I’m going to be
treated, and, I feel, the way God looks at me. He would not be pleased with me if . . . I
would conduct myself badly in the family. So there’s my accountability there that I feel
to Him and the way I treat my family. Make sure I’m doing things . . . His way. So, it
becomes important.
A Conservative Jewish husband named Boaz talked about the importance of marriage
within Judaism and marrying someone who was also Jewish. He said,
Being Jewish within a family of Jews was really important and marrying Jewish was real
important to me. I wanted to be married to someone who had as much in common with
me as possible and in many ways we do, in many ways we don’t. There’s a certain
framework for life and marriage in Judaism and Jews take what parts of that we want to
go along with.
Many participants also talked about promises they have made with God, especially in
regard to marital vows. In response to a question regarding the meaning of covenants in
marriage, Mark—a Caucasian Jehovah’s Witness husband—said, “We believe that the marriage
is created through vows. Vows are a covenant before God, and therefore we have vowed before
God that we would stay married.”
Eli and Hannah, a Modern Orthodox Jewish husband and wife, also talked about these
covenants:

2

All participants’ names are pseudonyms to protect identity.
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Hannah: I want to know what it’s all about. Then I found that you couldn’t do that
without also connecting to Hashem, and the two things have gone along on sort of a
parallel track. I think we have what you might call an unspoken covenant. I mean, we
took vows together, we have responsibilities that are shared. We have a marriage contract
even, so…
Eli: Right, which specifies certain responsibilities.
Many of the expectations related to marriage and family included responsibilities, fulfilling of
covenants, and family rules.
Parent/Child
In addition to marital expectations, many participants talked about expectations and
responsibilities as parents and for children. These expectations were pervasive, with parental
expectations occurring 811 times in nearly 83% of the interviews and child expectations
occurring 902 times in approximately 82% of the interviews (see Table 1). Mahfuz, a Middle
Eastern Shi’a Muslim, said, “I think as parents, we should take care of the kids because there are
roles that we have in our religion that parents are responsible to raise their kids [with] both
morals and religion. It is their responsibility.” Hannah, a Modern Orthodox Jewish mother,
talked about responsibilities as parents. She said,
God has handed us enormous responsibilities, yeah? To raise, to raise the next generation
of Jews. To make sure they have a Jewish consciousness, that they feel close to Hashem,
that they know where to turn in times of trouble. That they know what it means to live as
a Jew.
Children have expectations placed upon them as well. Banafsha, an Indian Muslim wife, said,
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Because in Islam, after God, it’s parents. They must obey parents, they must respect
parents, so this is one of the things we teach at the very beginning, that Allah does not
like it when the children don`t respect parents . . .
Another individual, Fu—an Asian Christian husband—talked about his responsibility to respect
his parents as well:
We bring our kids to church and Sunday school. We read the Bible to them when they
were young. This summer, my father was ill. I went back to China to take care of him. I
have this responsibility to take care of my parents. Like the teachings in the Bible: respect
your parents . . . my children would learn and know how to treat their parents later. We
should respect our parents . . .
Brent, a Jehovah’s Witness father, talked about responsibilities of both parents and
children:
It’s, again, that responsibility of instilling in your children, in their hearts, a love for God
and the principles that we try to live, we try to pass on to them. Fully realizing that they
have the God-given right to choose not to follow. And that ultimately the desire would be
that we would want them to make that conscious choice, this I believe this is the best way
I could be living my life. And so, we have the responsibility to lay that out in front of
them. Then they have the responsibility to make that choice.
Many of the religious expectations placed upon parents and children involve
responsibilities to raise children, to honor parents, and to make moral choices. In regard to
making moral choices, occasionally these are placed on individuals as part of the faith
community instead of as a parent or child.
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Individual
Participants discussed general expectations, often, but not exclusively, in the form of
“you” statements, indicating a generalizability factor where everyone should behave a certain
way (or anyone within their particular faith). These expectations appeared 528 times across
approximately 75% of the interviews (see Table 1). One Orthodox Jewish husband, Judah, said,
And the conduct of course…there’s a conduct you have to maintain. And there’s a
modesty you have to maintain. And there’s ethics and all sorts of things concerned. But
in essence, I think, what it does for you, is that it enables you to basically take a part of
that self you have and you share with your family. And you take it out, and you basically
share and give an example of well, this is how you are supposed to be. And you know in
your heart and your mind that it really is G-d’s way; it’s the intended way. It’s the right
way, that you’re doing the example, of living the example you are supposed to be.
Hailey, a 14-year-old daughter, talked about the responsibilities of being an example as a
Mormon (also known as Latter-day Saint):
And they knew, a lot of people know that I moved from Utah to Massachusetts . . . and so
a lot of people know that I’m a Mormon; and I’m the only one in the grade. So, I have
like a responsibility to be an example and just show my faith and what I believe in
through what I do.
Other individuals reported feeling a responsibility of being an example of a good,
observant member of their faith. Miriam, a Jewish wife, said,
I do think of myself differently. I think taking on the role of being Jewish and being
observant as we are is harder. It gives me a stronger sense of responsibility for number
one, being a good role model in the world because people know I’m Jewish, so I have to
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act . . . in a certain way. And being Jewish, I feel a greater responsibility in sort of taking
care of the world. Doing things ethically, doing things, there’s a big part of Judaism
which is tikkun olam or repair of the world, so I feel more of a responsibility for that
where I never did before. But that’s sort of part of who I am now, in my identity.
Some participants also talked about commandments given to them to follow. Banafsha,
an East Indian Muslim wife and mother, said,
Yeah, we try in this life for the necessities and to provide for other friends and relatives,
but everything should be done according to the Allah’s commandments, not unlawful
way, not earning, not eating, nothing, not harming anybody. . . . Yes, you have education,
you have everything, but the most important is to be God-consciences, to be righteous in
the eyes of God, that is the most important thing, no matter who you become – lawyer,
computer engineer, doctor – whatever you become.
There were a wide variety of expectations throughout these data—these are but a few of
the recurring expectations. We will now examine the different types of relational compensators
found across the interviews.
Relational Compensators
Relational compensators were coded by the direction of compensation (i.e., to or from the
participant). These comforts (in their relational forms) were very prominent throughout the
interviews; 92% of the interviews referenced relational compensators in some way. These
included 1) receiving compensators, 2) providing compensators, and 3) instances where
individuals both provided and received compensators. The second theme, though not inherently
related to why people choose to remain religious, was very prevalent in the data and played an
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interesting and complex role vis-à-vis compensators and expectations. In the third theme,
individuals reportedly were able to have positive feelings when providing comfort to others.
The first theme, receiving compensators, focused on the various ways religious
individuals received these relational blessings. They often received new relationships and ways
to strengthen their current relationships through religion. The second theme, providing
compensators, focused on how these same individuals provided compensators for others in the
way of friendship, love, service, and support to name a few. The third theme, both providing and
receiving compensators, consists of instances where individuals provided while also receiving.
This can be in the form of support groups and receiving friendship or a strengthened relationship
after serving. We will now examine these three themes more closely.
Receiving Compensators
One of the primary ideas that RCT posits is the idea of religious individuals receiving
blessings and relationships. This concept was prevalently and diversely expressed in interview
data—appearing in nearly 80% of the interviews and coded a total of 543 times (see Table 1).
Coded examples of relational compensators include strengthening marriage and family, forming
a loving relationship with God, and receiving relationships through religious congregations and
communities.
Marriage and Family. Many of the participants spoke of how religion helped strengthen
their family as a whole, including their marriages. When asked about how religion influences her
marriage, one wife, Malinda, a Caucasian Charismatic Episcopalian, mentioned:
Well, I think that it just for me just makes it more reassuring because I know that divorce
is not an option, so I feel secure in my relationship with [my husband]. I know he’ll take
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care of me as Christ takes care of the church and take care of the family. I never have
any doubts about that . . .
Another wife, Charlene, a Caucasian Latter-day Saint, mentioned how religious practices helped
her feel more unified with her husband. She said, “When we have our scriptures together and
prayer together, it makes me feel so much closer to him and we’re doing that regularly.”
In addition, Ezra—a Modern Orthodox Jewish husband—noted on how religious
practices bring their whole family closer together. He said, “[Religion] keeps us together for the
holidays, or even Shabbat. . . . Any time you have events that bring the family together, it’s
going to strengthen everything.”
Thomas, a Caucasian Presbyterian, mentioned how prayer helps draw them and their
spouse closer together:
It’s the prayer that we had together that really drew us together. I don’t know. I just felt
like there was a third person here and we’re just drawn together through prayer. It’s like
spokes in a wheel. As you draw closer to the center, you draw closer to one another.
According to Charlene, Ezra, and Thomas, religious practices seem to have an impact on
creating family unity and couple closeness.
Another individual, Jocelyn—an African American Baptist—remarked on how church
involvement strengthened her family and her marriage. She said,
I think being involved in church has strengthened my family, my marriage and has helped
us in raising our children, because I just don’t think we could have done this outside of a
relationship with God, so I think that the most important thing that it has done is helped
us as a family and with our marital relationship, our raising of the children and bringing
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them, leading them to Christ and there’s just no way that would have happened outside of
a relationship in the church, and in Christ.
One Caucasian Catholic wife, Karen, said this regarding her marriage, “I think it makes
you appreciate the other as gift, as something God gave you as you go through the ups and
downs and share the ups and downs. It strengthens it, it strengthens your relationship.”
Many of the families interviewed reported on greater family and marital unity because of
religious influences, whether it be the beliefs of their faith or religious practices. We now move
on to the relationships these individuals have with the Divine.
God. In addition to strengthening familial and marital relationships, many of the
participants reported having a special relationship with God. For one woman, Angela, a
Caucasian Catholic, God reportedly provided her with love and comfort. She said,
I would say that, that to feel consoled, I guess that’s the first word that comes to my
mind. Consoled by knowing the presence of God. God’s presence in my life, and I’m not
alone. I, as bad as I sometimes feel, as I am as a mother, or as a wife, feel like God’s
presence is constant and steady and God always loves me, and that that’s consoling for
me.
Aubrey, a 20-year-old daughter and Seventh-day Adventist, also talked about God’s love
and having a Higher Being who will always love them. She said,
Your family’s love for you is basically unconditional. No matter what you do, they’re
pretty much going to love you. You have to do something pretty bad, for your family to
stop loving you. And God’s love is one step higher than that. No matter what you do,
God’s always going to love you.
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Aside from feeling God’s love for them, some referred to God as a relational being who
acts as an ever-present source of guidance and comfort. Julie, a Caucasian Latter-day Saint wife,
said,
Well, just that He’s a presence in our lives and just a guiding strength I just feel is always
there if we need Him and even when we don’t need Him. I just feel that that’s a comfort.
It’s a comforting thing in my home to have. I just feel it’s a good relationship that we
have with one another and with Heavenly Father.
One husband, Andy, a Caucasian member of the Christian and Missionary Alliance, also talked
about feeling God’s constant presence and comfort. He said,
I think kind of like, it provides a security blanket, you know? You know that no matter
what’s going on around you, there is some constant that’s there, and that’s God. You
know, that He’s never changing, and He’s going to be there. And we can bring all of our
problems and cares to Him. And there is that foundation that . . . It’s unmovable. It’s not
going to be shifted around with whatever is going on in the rest of the world.
Community. “You don’t have a religion outside the congregation,” Ramzi, an Indian
Muslim, said. On top of receiving relational blessings with God and family, several families also
formed positive relationships with members of their religious communities and congregations,
often calling these congregations part of their family. One example of this was reported by
Bushra, an Arab-American Muslim wife:
And that`s a special bond, you are out there, you are not with your family, and at the
same you feel like you are part of an extended family, much bigger family. . . . Because
when it comes down to, when we have a death in the family, somebody gives birth, they
come together, they come and visit you, they’ll come and cook for you, that support is
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there. . . . With the community, when you are involved in the community and you
participate, and when you are in the time of need, then they come to you and give you
that support.
Sylvester, an African American Baptist husband, similarly said,
You get strength from your religious family, and you know [that] if you need [them] . . .
they’ll be there to help you out, supply you with what you need, help you with your
needs, monetarily or spiritually, you know they’re there for you. And that’s all you can
ask for, their support and everything. When you’re down, you can go to them and they’ll
talk to you, perk you up, just uplift your spirit, and that’s good.
Many individuals reportedly felt a sense of family that came from being religious and
thus being a part of a religious community. Ayla, a Conservative Jewish wife, viewed her Jewish
community as family when her extended family was not near her and her family. She said,
“Observance is important to me but the sense of community and continuity is great . . . the
extended Jewish community has become our family. Because our families are spread out across
the country, [our friends from the synagogue] are our family.”
Alexandra, another Jewish wife, also mentioned the love and support gained from their
religious community and how it helped her and her spouse. She said,
I had been at work, and had a really bad day, and was just really exhausted, and I walked
in, and saw all these people, who you know and who you care about, and they would
smile at you, but the service had already started, and “Oh, how are you doing?” Just
seeing those faces, and that support, and that love, and feeling that sense of community,
was helpful as an individual and if you, as an individual, feel inspired and somewhat
supported, I think it helps you as a couple . . .
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Many of the individuals in the sample discussed how their community granted them a
new, extended family with support and love. However, the data showed that these individuals
were not always on the receiving end of relational compensators, but many were providing these
compensators to others, as discussed next.
Providing Compensators
One of the prominent themes that appeared in the data was providing others with love,
support, and other relational blessings. Though not directly related by itself to receiving these
relational blessings, they were nonetheless very prominent within the data and are worth
mentioning as its own topic. Instances of providing compensators appeared in about 60% of the
interviews with 305 references (see Table 1). Ties to relational compensators will be further
discussed later.
Familial. Participants reported different ways in which they were able to provide
relational compensators to others, often in the form of parenting and marriage. An illustration of
this concept of providing these relational compensators within the family is provided by Bernice,
a Caucasian Latter-day Saint wife:
Certainly, our faith points a different direction than [living selfishly]. It gives you the
patience to spend the time and spend the energy. A lot of the time and energy is in oneon-one activities with your child or with your spouse but an awful lot of it is being
involved in programs that will help them, whether it's social things like scouts, or soccer .
. . or cultural things or things in the community that will [be] uplifting and edifying. Faith
drives to be involved and live outside yourself again, living beyond yourself.
This kind of “living beyond yourself” and providing for others was reported by other
participants. Jack, an 18-year-old son and Baptist, said,
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I think . . . families provide, or can provide, nurturing for a child, helping him to grow up
to be, hopefully, the best that they can be; or to help along developmental stages where
they learn to speak, learning to walk, learning how to deal with problems and issues.
Providing like the first sense of community that a child would be in is definitely the
family unit, or it definitely has the potential to be that.
In addition, Tina, a Caucasian wife and Latter-day Saint, also stated her belief that it was
important “to have children, to raise them in a loving, safe environment, to teach them the belief
systems of . . . what you believe as a family, to make them feel safe.”
Randall, a non-denominational Christian African American father, also discussed doing
what he could for the sake of his family. He said, “I’m gonna be there . . . and whatever I have to
do . . . that’s what I’m gonna do. Whatever sacrifice, whatever it takes . . . that’s what I’m gonna
do. That’s my philosophy. Whatever it takes for us to make it as a family . . .”
Many of the participants discussed doing what they could for their family and for their
children, to provide love and positive relationships for their children as well as making sure the
family unit remained healthy and intact.
Extra-familial. In addition to providing for their families and children, these religious
individuals sacrificed and provided service for those outside of their family. Ibrahim, an Indian
Muslim, said,
God says, ‘Your one act of kindness can change your whole balance.’ So [Islam’s]
emphasis on kindness, taking care of fellow human beings, helping them . . . it’s just not
practicing the religion, it’s just humanity.
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Pesha, a Jewish wife, talked about how in Judaism, the community (including herself and
her family) provide support for other members of the community who are going through painful
times. She said,
We had a real tragedy a few years ago in our synagogue where a family who was not
even a member of the synagogue, but a Jewish family in town, lost a child, and it was a
horrific situation. People just showed up, came from out of the woodwork. . . .You feel
like you are invading somebody’s privacy, to go into their home at such a painful time,
when you don’t even know these people. Yet they needed a Jewish community to help
them pray and do what Jews do at this time, and people just showed up. . . . They brought
food. They came night after night, bigger numbers every night. People just were there.
And this, you know, not for people that they know socially or professionally or any other
way, but because this is what Jews do for other Jews.
Sabir, an Indian Muslim, also said, “As Muslims, they are my brothers and sisters and if they
need any kind of help or anything, I’m available.”
Another instance of providing for others is mentioned by Andy, a Caucasian
Presbyterian. He said,
We have always been active in the church, involved in helping others, doing for others,
both within the church and the outside community, and our kids have grown up seeing
that, and I think by seeing that, it’s a natural for them as well.
Not only did many of these religious individuals provide for others within their religious
community, many extended themselves outside of their own faith community by becoming a
support system for others in the broader community as well.
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Both Providing and Receiving Compensators
Providing compensators often intersected with being on the receiving end of
compensators—individuals reportedly received relational blessings through providing
compensators for others. This idea was also very prominent within the data, appearing in almost
66% of the interviews with 318 total coded references (see Table 1). Some instances of this
phenomenon manifested in receiving relational compensators after service and sacrifice. Tina, a
Caucasian Latter-day Saint wife, talks about how her husband ended up making a friend after
providing service. Speaking of the blessing of providing service, she said,
Just helping other people and thinking of somebody outside yourself. Going to do
something for somebody and coming back and saying, “Isn’t it great?” You and [your
son] go up and help those guys do their house. You come back thinking, you walk out the
door going, “Gosh, we don’t have time to do that. We’ve got this and this and this to do,
it’s going to take all day.” And they end up, rather than spending two hours, spending the
whole day, coming back, having a great time talking, communicating, making new
friends, and loving the opportunity to do what they did. And then going, “Why didn’t we
remember that [serving feels great]? Let’s remember it next time.”
One husband, a Caucasian Catholic named Malcolm, similarly said,
We have a motto in our community, “Make a friend, be a friend, bring a friend to
[Christ].” And if you open yourself up and you are aware, and you try to be there when
somebody needs help then usually it does start friendship, and usually it grows, and the
friendship grows, more or less because of the example that you set out of your generosity
and your kindness for that person’s problems, it gives them an understanding that maybe
there is something out there that, if we get involved, we can help other people as all.
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Elaine, a Caucasian Evangelical Christian wife, said, “Like you said, loving/putting
someone else above you, loving others first before yourself, I think it causes there to be a huge
blessing in our marriage because of that.” For some of our participants, providing relational
comfort through love also allowed for receiving compensators in their marriage.
In addition to receiving after giving, individuals also talked about supporting each other,
especially among their religious communities. Aashif, a Middle Eastern Shi’a Muslim husband,
mentioned his community, “When we gather with our community, [our] Muslim community, it
helps us make our relations stronger and with each other, support each other.”
Another individual, Yang–an Asian American Christian wife–said, “Congregation is
surely very important. Brothers and sisters encourage each other and help each other.”
Timothy, a non-denominational Evangelical Christian, said, “We need each other to bless
each other and build each other up and encourage each other and support each other and teach
each other and all that stuff. . . . The unity, that’s what He wants.” Compensators seemed to be
unique in that they are multidirectional, where providing comfort may lead to receiving or one
may act as part of a social support system, receiving and providing when necessary.
Both Compensators and Expectations
Our analyses of the data yielded an interesting phenomenon—namely, many instances
where expectations and relational compensators interacted with one another. These interactions
occurred in three different areas: expectations and receiving compensators, expectations and
providing compensators, and finally, expectations and both providing and receiving
compensators (see Figure 1 for clearer representation).
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Expectations and Receiving Compensators
Many of the expectations stated by individuals also provided a means in strengthening
relationships with family and community. One husband, a Caucasian Latter-day Saint named
Tucker, illustrated the idea of following expectations to receive relational rewards:
Whether it be keeping our word of wisdom which avoids alcoholic drinks and tobacco,
coffee, tea, etc., whether it be in tithing and keeping the Sabbath day holy and all these
principles that are principles that aren’t necessary governed by our culture. You have to
make some pretty serious commitments in order to be an active Latter-day Saint and as a
result of those commitments. . . . We are a family. You can go anywhere in the world as a
Latter-day Saint and go into a congregation and you will be welcomed as a family
member, a long-lost family member. Someone will put their arm around you and
welcome you and so forth. Even in other languages.
One Christian husband, Mason, also taught their children that by obeying God’s commandments,
it leads to relational blessings in the family:
[I am] showing them how, what a difference the gospel can make in their lives if they
obey, if they follow the prophet, if they truly love the Lord, and the sacrifice it will take
to be able to return back to His presence, to have unity in the family, and to find peace
and have a home of refuge.
There were other instances of where there is an expectation to receive these relational
blessings, to strengthen their families. Greg, a Caucasian Mainline Episcopalian husband, said,
God’s purposes for marriage, I think, I believe um to me are that two people share a life
together. Whether they have children or not it’s, you know, I guess independent of that
but two people commit to share their lives together through thick and thin and they do the
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best to make it last and they try to nurture one another make better people of themselves
and um they’re committed.
Elizabeth, a Caucasian Lutheran wife, mentioned one of God’s purposes for family:
But I think beyond that I think that marriage and family is a key in the very basic unit of
society. And like the things we were talking about before, the security and the being able
to come home and have that constant relationship, I definitely think is part of God’s
purpose. And I think that it’s a strong witness to the world when you have a healthy
family relationship. I think of this purpose so to further his kingdom and to share his love
through the relationships in a family.
These individuals received relational blessings through following expectations and through these
expectations being relationship-promoting in nature.
Expectations and Providing Compensators
Many of the expectations mentioned above were relational in nature. Across the data,
many of these expectations were to provide relational comforts or assistance to others, within
and outside of the family. Expectations to do good for others and to provide service for others
were apparent throughout the interviews. Kathy, a Caucasian Catholic mother, said,
The people we are is so much in, because of the faith that we are, that we’re going to be
kind and understanding and compassionate, because that’s what we’re supposed to be
doing. That’s what we’re taught to do from our faith.
One husband, a Turkish Muslim named Wajih, also talked about the expectation to
provide for others and family:
One example from Prophet saying the words, “If your neighbor is [going to] sleep
hungry, and if you sleep with full stomach, you are not from us, you should think about
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your neighbor, you should think your society.” It’s very active in Muslim world, like in
our country, during the fast, during the time of the Ramadan fasting we invite poor
people in our home and we have dinner, and we have them break [the] fast with us, and
also we invite our relatives, older brother, uncle, aunts, neighbors, so it’s very social life
during the time of Ramadan. And also, during other times, you invite people you have
social life and it is advised by the religion, this kind of social life.
These expectations apply to obtaining certain attributes or characteristics to support
others, such as selflessness and charity. Makayla, a Latter-day Saint wife, said,
That’s the whole purpose of why I’m here is to be more like our Heavenly Father and to
take on those attributes and to be sacrificing and to be selfless and to be charitable and to
give of our time and to give of our money, to help those around us and to help our
spouses, to help our family.
Lastly, one Caucasian Seventh-day Adventist wife, Carmen, talked about the purpose of life for
herself. She said, “And it’s just my example of, you’re not here for yourself. You’re here to help
others. You’re here to do, to live your life for God’s service and for other people.” These
families reportedly felt many relational expectations on them to provide and serve others.
However, perhaps they may also gain benefits from this, as we will observe next.
Expectations and Both Receiving and Providing Compensators
Families reported on various expectations and compensators throughout the interviews.
Occasionally, these families would report how expectations as well as being a source of
relational help for others allowed them to reap relational blessings as well. This was often shown
in the forms of receiving strengthened relationships after providing and social support systems,
such as family members supporting one another and community members.
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Many of the participants reported on God’s purposes for marriage and family, especially
in regards to being a support system. Heidi, a Christian wife, said,
Well, I think it’s similar to His purpose in marriage. His purpose for each of us
individually is to return and live with Him. But we’re here in family units to support
each other and train each other and to watch over each other.
One daughter, a 17-year-old Jewish daughter named Sara, discussed the family support
system as well after being asked about God’s purposes for families:
I guess it’s just sort of like support for each other, because people question often, like
why we we’ve been faced on this earth and you know, whether that's to do God's bidding
or not. And I think that the purpose of families is a sort of support system in that, through
which you pass on the ways to serve God, or the ways of your tradition, or sort of
whatever your thing is. . . . I think that’s what God's purpose in families was, because
technically, there wouldn't necessarily have to have to be any families, like God could
have just created any number of people without any sort of interrelation.
Mark, a Jehovah’s Witness husband, said this on his marriage,
The directions that we have for marriage is that I live for [my wife], and [my wife] lives
for me, in the marriage. We don’t live for ourselves. My role is to serve the family, her
role is to serve the family. So, that’s just our God-given role.
One husband, Jeremy—an African American non-denominational Christian—remarked
on his marital responsibilities as well:
I look at it as God has given me a gift to do what he would want me to do, so I can’t say
that I sacrifice anything. That’s the same way that I look at my wife. I don’t think that her
time, that she’s able to touch many people outside my family, is a call from God. I think
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that she doesn’t sacrifice, if we have a relationship together, we both do know God, then
it’s my responsibility to hold up her end at home if she’s out doing God’s work. So I
don’t look at it as a sacrifice. I think it’s a gift that a lot of people out there are looking
for, and that she has it that she’s able to give. I feel that it’s my job to understand what
God is having her to do, and to be able to cover her, and visa versa, her covering me, if
there’s things that I need to do. I think this is allows us to work together, understanding
that God is in charge of everything that we have to do in a household.
To add to this, one Methodist husband, Mitch, said,
Marriage would be the vehicle that God has for taking care of each other. I think it’s
really important to have families created and families surrounded, parents surrounding
children, spouses caring for each other. And I think that’s a way that God has for us to
really be devoted to each other and take care of each other.
Discussion
With the findings, we see how religious expectations and relational compensators interact
with one another. Individuals reportedly received stronger relationships and were recipients of
love and service while also providing these same qualities to others. In some instances, providing
for others also provided the individuals with support and love. At the same time, with the
expectations these individuals were given, there were similar outcomes—many participants
received blessings through following expectations, were asked to provide for others, and even
had expectations that established support groups and strengthened families.
Originally, at the beginning of this project and going through the literature, I expected the
findings to be relatively simple—highly religious individuals have expectations placed on them
and receive stronger relationships as a result of actively practicing their religions. Though the
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findings did line up with Rational Choice Theory in some aspects (Stark & Finke, 2000), they
ended up being more complicated than that. RCT posits that religious individuals stay because
the compensators they receive outweigh the demands placed on them (Stark, 2015). This is seen
within the data, but only to an extent. In actuality, there is a lot more going on with expectations
and relational compensators.
Expectations and Providing Compensators
Expectations and relational compensators, though seemingly in opposition, may actually
work in harmony. Many of the expectations seen in the interviews were very relational in nature,
including, but not limited to, providing for spouses, children, congregation members, and even
those outside of their normal religious circles. Though there are expectations that do not directly
deal with interacting with others, most do and this is something to consider.
Relational compensators were difficult to navigate through within the interviews due to
how prominent providing relational blessings were among these families. To simplify things, I
could have focused solely on expectations and the relational compensators these families have
received through their religion. However, this would have ignored a crucial aspect to relationship
building and expectations as a whole for these participants. As we have seen, this (though not a
part of RCT) has had an interaction with both expectations and receiving compensators, tying the
two ideas together to create something bigger and more complex. Along with expectations being
closely related to providing compensators, providing also paved the way for many of these
individuals to strengthen their families, marriages, and current relationships while also creating
room for new friendships and relationships.
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Expectations and Receiving Compensators
Many of these individuals reported relational compensators in their lives through religion.
Religion seemed to provide these families with increased family unity, a secure relationship with
God, and relationships among their religious communities which, as mentioned by one of the
participants, they would have never received if they had not been a member of their religion.
Even with expectations or, in some cases, because of expectations, they were able to form new
and stronger bonds and relational practices. On occasion, these highly religious individuals
seemed to take joy in following commandments and other religious expectations because of the
belief that it will strengthen their relationships with others. This interaction indicates the
fulfilling of certain commandments may bring forth relational compensators.
Expectations and Both Providing and Receiving Compensators
The most interesting finding was the combination of expectations, providing relational
compensators, and receiving relational compensators. Participants seemed to value these
expectations as they were helpful for how they strengthened their relationships. As Figure 1
illustrates the complexities of how expectations and compensators interact with one another to
potentially explain why individuals choose to remain religious.
Dollahite et al. (2018) discussed how expectations and relational compensators are part of
a duality in their piece on religious dualities. They talk about finding a balance between each
piece of a duality to create stability and greater well-being. Though not explicitly talked about
within this paper, there are times where these individuals explicitly experienced some stress due
to particular expectations. Finding a proper balance between expectations and relational
compensators is crucial, for though they are very much interacting and connected, there exists
the possibility of having too many demands or not having enough compensators. As previously

RELATIONAL COMPENSATORS AND RELIGIOUS EXPECTATIONS

37

stated by Finke (1997), religions with low expectations tend to not produce the same caliber of
goods (compensators) as those with greater expectations. So, without access to the best forms of
compensators, it may not be worth it to some. If individuals choose to participate in these highdemand religions, they risk expectations becoming a greater burden, potentially outweighing the
relational compensators received by participating in religion. In essence, individuals should find
proper balance between expectations and relational compensators to maximize the relational
benefits they can receive while fulfilling the demands to a degree that does not overwhelm them.
Implications
Implications from this study are mainly directed towards clergy and other religious
leaders. Based on the findings, there are a lot of relational benefits to religion despite or in
addition to the expectations. This is not to undermine the difficulties of following expectations as
stated by Dollahite and colleagues (2019b), and religious leaders likely ought to be careful when
comparing the two. However, clergy may encourage social support groups within their
congregations and promote healthy relationships. Therapists may also use this information to
better understand religious individuals and why they choose to remain religious despite
challenges they face within their religions. Perhaps therapists could use religion as a tool to help
religious clients build relationships with others and find a balance between their religious
demands and strengthening relationships.
In addition, these findings may also assist in understanding why some individuals leave
religion; perhaps individuals do not receive or appreciate the relational benefits or the demands
are too high. These expectations, compensators, and the balance between the two likely vary
from individual to individual. Understanding this and why some individuals leave may foster a
greater understanding for those who have left religion. This may also help families whose
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children have left the faith in continuing to have positive relations with their children (see
Barrow et al., 2020).
Research also suggests that nonreligious families want religious people to understand that
their lack of adherence to a religious tradition is not an act of rebellion or hatred toward God or
religion (Kelley et al., 2020). Rather, it is what works best for them and their family.
Understanding the expectations and compensators involved in deciding whether or not to remain
active in religion, and that expectations and compensators will vary from person to person, may
help foster a greater understanding and acceptance for these nonreligious families.
In addition, according to Generative Devotion theory (Dollahite et al., 2019a), religion
has the potential to help and harm. Based on the theory, it is important to approach religious
expectations in a way that does not force individual expectations on others (e.g. “everyone
should be doing what I’m doing”). Though many expectations have a certain hierarchy or a
cooperation factor, such as parents having expectations for their children and couples in their
marriages, it is imperative for these expectations to be navigated through and addressed
appropriately, with other forms of expectations focused on self instead of on others. If
individuals perform more “destructive devotion” (see Dollahite et al., 2019a) and force
expectations on others, this can lead to damaged relationships.
Limitations and Directions for Future Research
This study is not without limitations, however. A primary limitation is that we did not ask
questions specifically about why the highly religious families we interviewed choose to remain
religious. However, through applied RCT, we are able to increase understanding into perhaps
some of the reasons why families choose to remain religious. Future research should build from
this study to better assess the association between religious expectations, religious compensators,
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and the choice to remain or leave religion. RCT was used to help interpret the data; however,
more research should be conducted specifically with RCT in mind to get a better idea as to why
people continue to participate in religion.
In addition, though this sample was diverse racially and religiously, the sample consists
of primarily highly religious individuals, with no individuals being of low religiosity and only a
handful of individuals identifying themselves as moderately religious. None of these participants
have ever left religion and thus we cannot draw conclusions on if these findings are related to
reasons why individuals choose to dissociate themselves from religion. As a qualitative piece,
the findings are not generalizable, but due to this, we do not get to explore why other individuals
of different religiosity levels continue to affiliate with religion, the expectations they feel, and the
blessings they may or may not receive. Future research should include a greater diversity of
religious commitment.
Conclusions
Compensators and expectations are both separate and interacting, independent but
dependent on one another. Relational expectations where one is expected to provide relational
blessings such as love and support often lead to relational blessings for the individual providing
them. In addition, some expectations strengthen familial and community ties when executed.
These ideas may help explain why individuals choose to remain in their respective high-demand
faiths. However, more research should be done across religious denominations and practicing
levels to look more into why these individuals choose to stay and how religion promotes
relationships along with what these individuals take on as demands when they participate in an
organized religion. In addition, more research should be done on why people leave religion using
similar ideas of expectations and compensators. Learning more on how religion benefits
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individuals, families, and communities while taking into account how expectations factor
alongside these benefits may assist not only clergy and therapists, but also these religious
families and individuals as they find ways to balance these expectations and achieve the greatest
relationships.
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Appendix
Table 1
Numerical Content Analysis of Themes
Theme
Expectations
Marital
Parent
Child
Individual
Compensators (Relational)
Receiving
Providing
Providing & receiving
Total (E & C)

# References
1622
430
811
902
528
1166
543
305
318
2788

# Sources
193
110
168
167
152
187
162
123
133
196

% Interviews
95.1%
54.2%
82.7%
82.3%
74.9%
92.1%
79.8%
60.6%
65.6%
96.6%

Avg. refs per int.
8.4
3.9
4.8
5.4
3.5
6.2
3.4
2.5
2.4
14.22

Note: Compensators used were the ones coded as relational. The total number, including both
relational and non-relational comforts, is available upon request. In addition, not all of the
expectations codes were used in this paper—the ones used (parental expectations and child
expectations were coded separately and are shown as such) were the most commonly coded.
Many of the quotes were also multi-coded, meaning many codes overlapped and that is why
there are more codes for the themes combined than there are raw expectations codes.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Model
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